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WHO OWNS OUR VAL UE S?

BACK
to

SCHOOL

Sixth in a series
ofoccasional papers .from
John Strassburger, President

,
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The American Council ofTrusrees and Alumni

(ACTA)

has been sending

the news media and college and university boards of trustees warnings about
how higher education is "failing America."

ACTA 'S

recent fundraising appeal

highlights-withom identifYing rhe speakers except by deparnnenr and
insritution---commenrs apparen-rly made on campuses that are at odds with

its view of patriotism. Despite its stated purpose of defending "the
unfettered life of the.. mind," whatever these speakers (now rendered
anonymous) may have had in their minds is of no interest to

ACfA

beyond

the sensational quotations.
Far more troubling than the random excerpts, however, is

ACTA'S

own

failure [b examine with any thoroughness the reaJ learning of students in
college after college. I thought it might help to balance the picture if! were
to repon what life looks like from one classroom.
Let me add a little more about my perspective. For the first time in a
decade, I taught freshmen this falL The cours~ I taught recently became a rwosemester sequence required of all Ursinus first-year studems. It has a common
reading list for all and selc;.ct "uncommon hours"- plays, concerts, a movie,
and lectures that all of us attend togetheL After a summer panicipating in an
intensive seminar studying the course readings with rwemy-five of my
colleagues (scientists, humanists, social scientists), this fall I faced sixteen new
students-my section of CIE 1 (the Common Intellectual Experience).
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CONVERSATION,
BASED ON A COMMON GROUND
The easiest way ro describe the substance of the course is for m"-e

how the students dealt with the events of September

2001.

[0

relate

On September

13th I walked into my section of sixteen first-year srud~nts. That week we

were supposed

to

be reading Plato's Euthyphro. Clearly it was a 'traumatic

and unsettled time for everyone, perhaps especially so for first-year students,

including the son of a New York City firefightet. We had watched some of
the attacks the previous Tuesday in class, in horror, together.
On Thursday, I decided to starr, at least, with a conversation about the
reading. The decision was fortuitous, but it was (he students who made the

class work. And in the process they gave me a glimpse of why liberal
education is still so powerful, and in a democracy, so necessary. And equally
important, the students that day reminded me of how much hope the

graduates of our high ;chools afford us.
For

t~at

Septembet class I hardly needed to formulate a first question.

The first student to talk-articulate, always ready to test the rest of usmade the provocative statement that if anyone, bin Laden or anyone else,

thought that God or the gods spoke to him, there was no way to prove
otherwise. She was gently challenged by anothet who noted that in the
dialogue, Socrates was saying that we need to analyze, we need to use our \
reason to measure and test what we think, gods might be telling us. Since
gods disagree and our understandings of them err, we should nOt just act
without figuring things Out for ourselves. It was easy to swing from those
observations, however, to the competing notion that not everyone believes
reason provides the ultimate answers.
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Like any of our own best conversations, this one worked like a
pendulum, students trying one sid e of rhe issue, then r~e other, with some
overstatement, but with a willingness to listen to each other. Then, having

cast rhe issue a~ a cho ice between believing in either revelation or reason, we
did as we had done in previous classes: we turned

[Q

the reading, the on ly

common ground we had.

In Plato's dialogue,

Socrate~ lead; Emhyphro ro

understand that in the

welter .of conflicting messages gods might be sending, there are ways ro
evaluate each of rhem. In particular, he suggests that we should agree that
the gods, or God, has decreed the value of families. and the naturalness of
our love of OUf children, and our obvious desire to live in communicies. And
if we recogn ize these values as universal-th~ product of some divinity
beyo nd our own powers-then acts which desrroy children, o r families, or
co mmunity, ca nnot be underraken simply and only as enacting the wishes
of the gods, who, ca nnot wish to destroy that which is essential to their
creation. He makes a powerful case. Plato is nor the last word, but for us at
that moment, his words provided both succor and a shard of hope.
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HOPE,
THE HEART OF LIBERAL EDUCAT ION
For all of us there is something inexplicable about rhe enormity of the

September lith tragedy. What oltered hope ro me was ro be with a group of
new co llege srude nrs and to join with them in reasoning toward a principle
{hat can serve [hem, and me, in a whole jumble of intercultural conAicts

from now on.
That hope is worth noting. As one of my colleagues most responsible for
crafting rhe

CIE

stared to me, it is hope which lies very nearly at rhe heart of

liberal education-the hope that through reflection, assisted by the thought
of those wi~er than ourselves, we can begin

to

understand and confront

situations in our lives which might otherwise remail~ inexplicable and
irredeemably tragic.
Nor all 9f our classes were as focused as I remember rhat one to have

been, ahd thus not necessarily as hopeful. So while that September
conversation continues

t?

ross around in my mind, I do not mean to dwell

on ir. And while there were ocher memorable classes, in fairness 1 need to add
that there were many days whe n· discussion did not come easy for my crew. ,.
The whole experience of teaching in that cOUl~e, though, was a revelation
fo r me about what our faculty co lleagues are aspiring to do; and what it is
that students are capable of, and what they are in terested in. Th is is only one
person's report from the front,li nes..of college eduEation, but let me pass along
a few other observations as well. I am eager to do so, in part, because it seems
to

\

me that the

ACTA

members, not leas t of whom are Wi lliam

J.

Bennett and

Lynne Cheney, are not capturing much at aJi of what happens on a cam pus.
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VALUES,
STEEPED IN H IGHER EDUCATION
What strikes me, at least, as so odd about

ACTA'S

campaign is the

assumption that the values it promotes are so mehow rhe property of ACTA

alone. Over rhe years, I have had rhoughrful facu lry colleagues of every
political persuas ion imaginable-one of my graduate mentors was even
accused of being a royalist, and his work o n 16th century England describing
the ro le of the royal burea ucracy in advanci ng civilization there lent a

modicum o(credenc",ro rhe sugges rion. Bur I rhink rhe ACTA folks and rheir
po litical co unterparts are missing the boat if they do not see that concern
with values an d character, as well as issues s urr~unding rh e questions of
what kind of society we are and what kind of society we mi ght become, are

r

the same issues that all of us in higher education wrestle with all rhe time.
In fact, the whole stream of A me ri ca n literature reinforces the
conclusion that the preoccupations w hich the

ACTA

group likes ro claim as

theirs and thei rs alone have shaped our ent ire cultural life, especially for th e

paS( half cemury. Cenainly, th is era could rake as irs beginning rhe
publicatio n in 1951 of The Catcher in the Rye. I mention it not just because

Salinger wen< ro Ursinus (alrhough he did), bur because rhe quest for
moraliry is whar drives the emire novel. Recall, if yo u will, Holden
Caulfield's rhoughts on Romeo and Julier. And ir is reasonable

to

see John

Updi ke's whole ourpur as an effo[ r ro hold up a mirror nor juS( ro our
fallibiliries bur as a weaving of a kind of Joycean fabric of moral possibiliry
- describing a wo rld of flawed human beings who ultimarely are held
acco untable {and I do not mention him simply because his mother and

farher met here and rhen borh graduared from Ursin us} . Indeed, rhere are
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plenty of non-Ursinus authors rhat will come to everyone's mind as well:
Joyce Carol Oates, Robert Hellenga and Toni Morrison to name only three.
So it strikes me as conrrary ro rhe best traditions rhe

ACTA

leaders are

claim in g to uphold, for them to be so divisive and shrill, when finding the
common ground would serve their own ideals more exactly. For example,
one of their most recent publications included a case from Gov. Frank
Keating of OkJahoma in favor of students studying engineering at stare

, schools in order

to

avo id rhe contamination of women's studies offered at

Harvard and other private institutions. It is sad, indeed, when people think
they are defending the most precious part of the American tradition by
discouraging students from examining the historical transformation in the
lives and roles of wemen. I could not help but wonder whether he regretted
that women had been granted the right to vote, or whether he thought that
struggles for the nineteenrh amendment, or the struggle more recently of
indigenous peoples in Central and South America-he pokes ridicule at a
course at Vassar dealing with their beliefs-are somehow outside of·
Jefferson's universal ideals of the DecJafation of Independence. Does he
I'

think that engineers will be better citizens for being ign?ranr of the struggles
in the past and presenr of women and indigenous peopleS?
That governor gOt his information from scanning a couple of coll ege
catalogues, looking for the most outrageous examples he could find. Basing
an indictmenr on such casual methods Aies in the face of whareducat ion
ought to be teaching about how we evaluate evidence and frame conclusions.

.'
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A

FEW SURPRISES FROM THE TRENCHES

I suspect parr of rhe problem, ril(')llgh, is that those of lis- in or near rhe
educatio nal tre nches do not report oftcn enough what is going on. So let me
tell you just a little more about this course at Ursinus and then its larger

COlHext, beca use it offers vivid stories of what both students and faculry
members are th inking about these days.

People who remember the ir undergraduate days as consisting of a
m id te rm exam, a fi nal, and a te rm paper slipped under an office door on the

last day of rhe semester will be surprised

[Q

stud ents these days are doing. not just in

d iscover how much actual work
CIE

at Ursinus, but everywhere.

An d if th ey we re to see exam ples of student wri ti ng, they would be surpr ised

by how good it is. Th is opinion is not just mine: when the late Richard
M<!.fius was still d irect ing the wri ting program at Harvard Ile made the same
observa tio n. At Ursin us we undertook a systematic look at student writing
goin g back fifty years and the facully do ing the review had no doubt that
papers have improved, dra matically.

I constantl y hear fac ul ty co lleagues gru mble about studem writing. My
affli ction is that I ca n reca ll roo much of my own student w riting: it was
awful! I still remember th e co mment on one of my papers: "You are
attempting to build a ca th ed ral with palm fronds." I also have vivid, albeit
painful , memo ri es of the wri ting I received a quarter century ago from fi rstyea r college students. I must admi t, however, that I sti ll get e-mails from
students th at are embarrassin gly poo rly written, b u t that may be the nature
of the genre.
On th e oth er hand , this fall, cOllming d rafts, b rief in formal ass·ignments
and final papers, I received from rhe sixteen students over 170 separa te

URS I NUS
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exani pl es of student prose. And th e majority of the~e samples weren.rsr rate .

Of cou rse th ere were rh e abstract nouns w here co ncrete was needed, but
that as ide, ra ke rhe fo llowin g sentence as an example: "Learning about
var ious things is wh.at m akes liberal ed ucatio n so interesti ng and joyful."
And yes, fi rst-yea r students arc o ften too tentat ive: "I tt:;.nd to agree wi th '

A ri stotle's belief that rh e highest form of education is intrinsically val uab le

and has no end but th e joy of learnin g itself."
So I do no t mea n to impl y that the writing was flawless . Ye t in read ing

th e students' p rose, J kept comi ng across though tful, bala nced , co mpl ex
sentences: "D escan es beli eved God set up the world with the laws of
science, and then let nature take its course, a theory s im~lar to today's th eory
of evolutio n." Or referrin g to th e wa rring, often jealo us gods o f

Gilgamesh:

"Whil e th ese gods are easier to relate to than o ne perfect God , they are not
exa mpl es of how o u r lives shou ld be Ii ve'd."

*

NEW CHALLE,NGES,
A NEW CAMPUS COMMUNITY
Mu ch of th e imp rovem en t in writin g can be attr ibuted to techno logy. At .~
Ursinlls all new students are given lapto ps, w hi ch they use constantly. W ith
wo rd process ing programs it is easy

[Q

as~ students

[Q

w rite two or mo re

drafts of a paper, and it is fa r, far eas ier to correct a paper th an it was in my

student days. Even so, the spell checking program produces the occasional
anomal y-th is fa ll we had mo re t;ha n o ,;e Noah's Arc floati ng around. Yet,
th anks to technology, and thanks, too, to vthe serio usness of ..teachers

(including the one J know best, who is absolu tely passionate about getting
her stlldents to wr,ite well) and that of st udents in high school tired of being

URSINUS
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told they write poorly, students I saw are writing more, and they are writing
better than ever.

Some of the Aap about grade inAation ignores the question of whether
student work has improved, bur the description ' of some of the work
students were doing in my section of CIE suggests how much work students
are generaring:"::"'-far more than in my day, and certain ly far more than was
dreamed of at the Harv::d of 150 years ago-'-which Henry Adams
characterized as excelling mainly at NOT inculcating students with ideas.
Although

ACTA

does nO[ pay attention to such things, on our campus we are

extremely interested, in fact, in how har~ students are working, and in the

level of academic .:hallenge. When I talk to other presidents and deans they
say rhe same thing. Whether such courses as o ur

CIE

are for everybody, it is

(fUe that since it became a full-blown requirement, first-year Ursinus

students on a National Survey of Student Engagement put Ursinus in the
99th percentile among national liberal arts colleges in terms of th~ level of
academic challeng&. Their sense that they are being challenged is itself a
great argument for such courses.
There is a ripple effect from· such courses as well. For us the CIE course
has created a wonderful intellectu.al community within the facu.lty. It has
been achieved, certainly, through extraordinary effort on their part-one
foundation executive said simply that she had never seen a faculty working
so hard on teaching. Perhaps even more important, such a course creates a
powerful sense of community among the students. N~ matter with whom
they are rooming or where..Ahey live on campus, they are necessarily
co nversi ng about profound ideas-especially as assignment deadlines draw
nea r. The sad truth is that eighteen and nineteen year olds everywhere are
asking the right questions about values, meanings, oblig.ations in
relationships, purpose, but it is easy_for me- to imagine that in engineering
courses'-rhose iss ues are not dealt with at all, except when the studems Stop

JO H N ST R ASS B U R G ER

smdying and engage in their bull sessions. Facu lty members here, as at good
liberal arts colleges everywhe re, are commirred w informing those inevitable
late night dorm conversations with the wisdom of those who have gone

befo re. Here, at least, they are sucteeding. Liberal ed ucation works.

*

THE BEST MOD E L,
DEBATED BY SCHOLARS
Before saying any

mOfe

however, about what students are doing, let me

put the Ursin lls CIE co urse in irs larger co ntext, to indicate how remote from
realiry

ACTA

is. First of all, th e

C IE

co urse was not rhe product of

administrators. It was proposed, planned and approved by facu lty

members-the evils incarnate of rhe

ACTA

uni verse. I have taught at

twO

other liberal arts colleges in the p<r.it thi rty yea rs, and at both coll eges, my
faculty co ll eagues also debated, almost annually, the trade-off betwee n sllch
a common course, and the ahernat ive of a se ri es of small seminars for firstyear students. There are clea rl y tradeoffs, and anyone pres uming that all the
...-evidence is on one sid e or the mher has not.heard as I have rhe best cases
rhat brilliant faculty-brillianr teacherlscho lars-wi lllllake on each side of
the argument.
So metimes it is charged rhat such co mmon cou rses disa ppeared because
fac ul ty members have become too p.ceoccupied with their own specialties.
That accusation is a half-truth at best. Th~ facu lty at Ursinus, for exampl e.
has never been more scl~olarly. Major academic presses includin g Oxford
and Princ:.to n publish our books; our scienrisrs have received so me of rhe
mosr prestigious grams from the National Institutes of H ealth and the
National Science Foundation going to undergraduate institutions. But

'3

JOHN

STRASS B U R GER

faculty everywhere have debated whether rhe path

[0

understanding works

best on the Oxford model-through the disciplined dialect found in a single
subjeC[--or through a less expert, more sweeping assault on the broadest
possible questions. That debate, in fact, works best when it is in rhe hands
of successful scholars.
At Urs inus at least, some of the leading scholars on the faculty led in rhe
creation of the

CIE.

What rhey created does derive from an American

educational tradition that goes back to the Contemporary Civilization
Com!,e created at Columbia early in rhe last cemury as an antidote to
American isolati on ism, and to Robert Hutchins at the University of Chicago
at the beginning of the Dep ression and the great humanities course that he
created there. Bur like orher more modern courses, the

CIE

has to take into

account that we live in a different world. The challenge is no longer what was
perceived at Columbia-the threat of our indifference to European
problems; it is that so many of the world's problems aRd the world's cultures
intersect right here on Amer ican soi l. All of us of a certain age can recall the ..comment that there was nor a senior official in the Kennedy or Johnson
administrations who had ever spent even a week studying Vietnam.

'*

FOSTERING MULTICULTURAL UNDERSTANDING
Thus Lynne Cheney's recem call in response to September lIth for less
study of Islam and more of American hi story certainly harks back to the
very i?olationi~m almost all of us in edu~ation hope to prevent. By way of
contrast, in order to insure that students from different cultures, and
students aware of different cuirures, would have an opportunity to discern
where there 'might be differences as well as where there might be universal

'5
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principles, the faculty at Ursinus shaped the new

e lE

around question s.

These questions allow for answers from several cu\rutes to be pur side
side: What does it mean

to

by

be human ? How should we live our lives? What

is the universe and how do we fir into it?
These questions all ow the co urse

to

range over various cu ltures.

Readings included an ancienr Sum eria n m yth with its own Aood story.
Biblical texts, The Bhagavad-Gita, th e intellectual biography of Sor Juana
In es de la C ru z, a 17th ce ntury Mexican nun, Dame, Marlowe's Doctor

Faustus, and D escartes. Such eclecticism is necessa ry. Like most good liberal
arts colleges Ursinus is far more diverse than alm ost any of the leadjng
liberal arts co ll eges were thirty years ago. For example, over 120/0 of students
at Ursinus are black or Hispani c. Ursinus has more stud ents now from rhe
one small co unt;y of Jordan than the £oral number of international students
at any national liberal arts college of forty years ago.
It is not just international students coming

to

the United States. Ursinus

studelHs are still studying in England, Spain, France, Mexico and Germa ny,
but now they are also going to Madagascar, Senegal, Ghana, Japan and
coulHries arou nd the globe. Students know there is a fascinating other
worl~ out there, no matter their background. Recently Ursinus College

became one of fifty national liberal arts colleges to be invited to parti~ipa(e
in The Thomas]. Warson Foundation Fellows Program. Seniors at Ursinus
are now candidates for Watson fellowships. Watson Fellows spend a whole
year abroad after the senior year, undertaking original projects and
investigations away from institutions of higher learning. At Ursinus over
forry sen iors showed imeresc, and rhose who formally applied had
fascinating projects that spanned the globe.
In both background and interest the faculty is far more diverse these
days as well. We simply ca nnot ignore our engagement with a whole world

,6
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out there. So at Ursi~lIs we have special ists in Latin America, the Middle
East, Asia and Africa. Indeed we j~st expanded our international relations
department through the addition this semester of the Honorable Joseph
Melrose, who most recently served

as the U. S. Ambassador to Sierra Leone.

The yearning, therefore, for the restoration of Western Civil ization
"great books" courses is in part a yearn ing for an age that no longer exists.
Some might well co ntend that mod ern students are superficial. but students
are far more knowledgeable at some level-abour the different cultures out
there than we were when I was in college. Therefore, any realistic starting
point has to embrace their breadth. Indeed, sometimes the old courses
disappeared because rough-minded faculty thought embracing so much
breadth was impossible.

*

FINDING PRIDE ,AND MEANING IN INQUIRY
Breadth alone does not an education make. That, roo, is obvious. Critics
of contemporary higher ed uca tion hardly ever talk about the scholarly work
students are doing. And co urses, such as Ursinus

CiE,

in and of themselves

do not make for a complete education. At the other end of the college
experience. in the senior yea r, at more and more colleges across the country
students are doing ex traordinarily sop hi sti cated work, again, work that is far
more substantial than most st~dents were doing a half century ago. I will
not belabor the point, but I do not think Ursinus is exception}1 in giving
about

25

percent of its rising senior class

$2500 fello~ships

each ro su pport

them for an entire summer working one on one with an individual faculty
member. J-ast summer here students pursued, relentlessly I might add,

'7
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topics ranging from "The Crisis Facing Modernity According to F. Nietzsch<'
and "Standards for Reformulated Gasoline: A World Trade Organization
S(Udy," to "Analysis of Clonal Diversity Among Hybrids of Fundulu, hertocii,u,

x fundulllS diaphanous by Investigation of Unused Portions of Three Genes."
Both the written work and oral presentations students complete at the
end of the summer leave me tremendously enthusiastic about the state of

American higher education. Anyone seeing the work of these srudenrs or
hearing them present it would recognize not just their scholarly ability bur
also what is almost a na'ive integrity, bur an integrity nonetheless. They are
proud that the work is theirs, but'they are equally pleased that they learrred
how to sustain a life of inquiry at jleasr for a summer, and in that life of
inquiry they report, if asked, that they find a heightened sense of meaning.
Perhaps my own reactions are not typical, but I am inclined
they are. So let me conclude

by inviting others

to

[Q

think

counter some of the glib

critiques of higher education with their own stories, recognizing again rhat
surveys and rankings do not get at rhe reality of what we are doing any more
than sensationalized readings of college catalogues. Based on my own

teaching and reading of student work, let me report rhat the news from rhe
academic front lines is good, whether we are asking whether faculty are
committed to rhe values of liberal education, whether students are invested
in addressing the ce:nrrai issues of our-humanity or whether students can
grapple with complexity in discussion, and perhaps more surprisingly in
their writing. Finally, we should understand that, whether it is at the end of
the undergraduate years,

OT

even just at the end of a summer fellowship

after their junior years, students are producing substantial and sophisticated
scholarly works.

Yes, there is good news.

JOHN
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AFT E RWORD
Thanks to my coll eagues on the Ursinus faculty for working

[0

make me

a bener teacher in rhe seminar last summer, espec ially to Paul Stern for borh
his grace and rhe clarity of his vision in orchestrating rhe process. And lowe
a special debt of gratitude to Professor Charles Rice, who wa~ a full partner
as we sought to teach and Iprn together. Finally but most importanrly, I
owe a debt of gratitude to our sixteen members of the Ursin us Class of 2005
who were members' of CIE, section D: Theodoros Bouikidis; Jennifer
Davies: Emily Diloia; Dana Hills; Elliott Hulley: Kevin Kresse: Scott
Newitt; Erin O'Hara; Christopher Pacienre; John Paron; Th eodore
Piotrowicz; Cristina Polinsky; Marclls Ressler; Marissa Rotz; Regina
Willett; and Danielle Williams.

\
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